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ALLEN D. BRECK
AWARD WINNER

“Ples acsep thes my skrybled lynes”:
The Construction and Conventions of
Women’s Letters in England, 1540–1603
James Daybell
University of Reading

HE CENTRAL THEMES OF THIS ESSAY are delineated by the contrasting examples of two female correspondents. Both women are from
similar gentry backgrounds and wrote in the late 1570s to early
1590s. The first is Mary Harding, the court maid of Lady Bridget Manners, herself the daughter of Elizabeth, countess of Rutland, famed for her
marriage to Robert Tyrwhit in 1594, which so greatly incurred the wrath
of Elizabeth I.1 Only four of Mary Harding’s letters have survived, all of
which were sent to her mistress’s mother in order to keep her abreast of
court news, her daughter’s progress, and potential marriage suitors.2 Of
particular interest is the fact that although the letters bear her signature
Mary appears to have been unable to write them herself, but instead relied
upon the services of an amanuensis. Indeed, she wrote on one occasion,
“Umblely beseching your honor not to be ofended withe me for that I
write noe oftner to your honour. Thee caues is that I cannot write myselfe
and I am louthe to make any bodye acquianted withe my leaters.”3
The second example is Elizabeth Bourne, the wife of Anthony Bourne
and probably the daughter of Sir James Mervin of Fonthill, Wiltshire. She
experienced an acrimonious separation from her husband, which involved
proceedings in the Privy Council and the Court of Requests, and a battle
for the wardship of her daughters. Approximately seventy letters written
by her during this period survive. In contrast to Mary Harding, Elizabeth
Bourne could write her own letters. Moreover, she wrote several different

T

1Christopher Haigh, Elizabeth I (Harlow: Longman, 1988), 96.
2Mary Harding to Elizabeth, countess of Rutland, 18 November

1589, H[istorical]
M[anuscripts] C[ommission] Report on the Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rutland,
G.C.B., Preserved at Belvoir Castle, 4 vols. (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1888),
1:278; Mary Harding to Elizabeth, countess of Rutland [ca. June 1592], ibid., 1:300; Mary
Harding to Elizabeth, countess of Rutland, 24 July [1592], ibid., 1:301; Mary Harding to
Elizabeth, countess of Rutland, 5 July [1594], ibid., 1:321. The original letters are in private
hands and access to them is routinely denied to scholars.
3Mary Harding to Elizabeth Manners, countess of Rutland, 24 July [1592], ibid.,
1:301.
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hands, created a number of personas for herself, and on at least two occasions apparently wrote under a pseudonym.4 Her letters also reveal a real
desire to express herself in writing: “I must nedes speke my mynde,” she
once wrote to Sir John Conway. Chastising him for failing to keep to his
word she continued, “never promyse me any thinge but p[er]forme hit or
else tell me som cause whye you may breke promyse…or else I canot be
contented / yf I speke reason saye so and mend your fawtes.”5 On another
occasion insomnia forced Elizabeth Bourne to write to Conway in order
to unburden herself of her troubles:
after the wrytyng of my lette[r] and I gon to bed I fynde my selfe
som thinge trubled so as I can take no reste tyll I haue imparted
hit to you / I had thought to haue kept hit tyll I dyd speke
w[i]t[h] you but I p[er]seve that shalbe god knowes when.6
Although Elizabeth Bourne was clearly a highly literate woman who wrote
most of her own correspondence, she also sometimes sought help from
others to compose letters. In one letter she thanked Sir John Conway for
correcting a draft of a business missive, writing “I wyll wryt the leter a
newe and I lyke the altering of it well.”7
These two examples open up a number of interesting issues which this
essay seeks to explore. To begin with and most obvious is the range of
writing abilities, and the varying degrees of female literacy and illiteracy
encountered in the material surveyed. At one level there are those women
unfamiliar with the practice of writing, who were unable to pen their own
letters and who could perhaps only scrawl a crude signature or perform a
mark. At the other end of the spectrum, however, are highly literate
women, who achieved fluency in penmanship and were capable of writing
in a variety of styles. Importantly, women at both extremes were able to
operate through letters, although in very different ways.
A second and related issue is that of the construction of letters; that is,
who wrote them, how they were written, how much control a woman had
over the text, and ultimately whether they represent the voice of a female
letter-writer (if indeed such a thing exists). My research has shown that a
significant proportion of women’s letters during this period were in fact
written by amanuenses, or bear the signs of having been written by more
than one person. Of approximately 2300 letters analyzed, dispatched by

4For letters written by Elizabeth Bourne under the pseudonyms Frances Wesley and
Anne Hayes see B[ritish] L[ibrary], Add. MS 23212, fols. 193–193v, 199.
5Elizabeth Bourne to Sir John Conway, n.d., ibid., fol. 177.
6Elizabeth Bourne to Sir John Conway, n.d., ibid., fol. 157.
7Elizabeth Bourne to Sir John Conway, n.d., ibid., fol. 153.
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some 650 different women, about one-fifth were written by a secretary.8
The implications of this are far-reaching and have been touched on by various scholars. The theme of women’s “mediated” writing, questioning as
it does modern definitions of authorship and textual production, is one
that has concerned literary scholars of the late medieval and Renaissance
periods.9 Social historians too have encountered similar problems in their
use of depositional evidence, where the voice of a female deponent is muffled by legal and bureaucratic procedure.10 What is clear is that the
mechanics of letter-writing and the degree of female input are at the very
heart of a range of questions, such as women’s persuasive and rhetorical
skills, the degree of confidence and authority that they displayed, as well as
the intimacy and emotional content of social and family relationships.
While the majority of correspondence examined appears to have been
written by women unaided, there are a number of different methods by
which letters were composed cooperatively.11 As seen from the example of
Elizabeth Bourne, women often drafted letters themselves first and then
sought help in correcting and refining. At a more basic level, some women
merely copied out in their own hands letters written entirely by someone
else. Frances, duchess of Suffolk, asked her former equerry and then husband, Adrian Stokes, to write a letter for her to convey to the queen,
requesting her consent for the marriage of Katherine Grey and Edward
Seymour. The duchess wrote to Stokes, “devise a letter, and rough draw it
for me to copy, so that I may write to the Queen’s Majesty for her good-

8For a more detailed analysis see James Daybell, “Women’s Letters and Letter-Writing
in England, 1540–1603” (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Reading, 1999), 75–
76,104–6 [hereafter Daybell, Thesis].
9Margaret W. Ferguson, “Renaissance Concepts of the ‘Woman Writer,’” in Women
and Literature in Britain 1500–1700, ed. Helen Wilcox (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), 143–68; Lynn Stanley Johnson, “The Trope of the Scribe and the Question of
Literary Authority in the Works of Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe,” Speculum 66
(1991): 820–38; Julia Boffey, “Women Authors and Women’s Literacy in Fourteenth- and
Fifteenth-Century England,” in Women and Literature in Britain, 1150–1500, ed. Carol M.
Meale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 159–82.
10Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-Century France (Stanford: Polity Press, 1987), 1–6; Laura Gowing, Domestic Dangers: Women, Words and Sex in Early Modern London (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1996), 8–9; Martin Ingram, Church Courts, Sex and Marriage in England, 1570–1640
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 20; Tim Stretton, “Women and Litigation
in the Elizabethan Court of Requests” (unpublished Ph.D thesis, Cambridge University,
1993), 24; idem., Women Waging Law in Elizabethan England (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 9, 13–19; Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker, eds., Women,
Crime and the Courts in Early Modern England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1994), 5. In this respect women did not differ from male deponents whose words were
similarly buried beneath a layer of protocol and formulaic legal language.
11 For a more detailed discussion of methods of composition see James Daybell,
“Women’s Letters and Letter-Writing in England, 1540–1603: An Introduction to the
Issues of Authorship and Construction,” Shakespeare Studies 27 (Sept. 1999): 161–86.
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will and consent to the marriage.”12 Clearly, therefore, a holograph letter
does not necessarily represent the unimpaired voice of a female correspondent.
Furthermore, secretaries or amanuenses were involved in various ways
in the production of women’s letters. First, and perhaps most common,
was the dictation of correspondence. Some letters were dictated verbatim,
while others were only dictated in part, leaving the secretary to add conventional opening and closing formulae, and perhaps the place and date
the letter was written. Alternatively, amanuenses could work from written
notes detailing what a woman wished to have included in the letter.
Finally, secretaries also used model or form letters tailored for individual
circumstances. The use of such models was widespread well before 1500,
and during the sixteenth century a large number of printed letter-writing
manuals and manuscript formularies were produced.13
In the event of collaborative epistolary composition, the language
used was not entirely that of the female signatory and the level of influence
exerted by a third party varied. For example, a letter that was first drafted
by a woman will have a far greater level of input by a female letter-writer
than one written specifically for her, the actual wording of which she
would have had very little to do with. Likewise, a letter that was dictated
verbatim is more likely to represent a woman’s initial intentions than those
letters that were written from notes, where the secretary was given greater
freedom to write what he thought fit.14 In particular, when a woman
drafted or dictated a letter, the majority of the text can be attributed to
her. In relation to the latter, it is important to remember that the physical
act of putting ink on a page was only one of a range of skills associated
with authorship: skills such as composition, memory, imagination, legal
and business acumen, and attention to detail. Indeed, a woman who dictated a letter would still have used many of these skills, the only difference
being that she would not have worked on paper herself. This suggests that
one must accept a relatively broad definition of women’s writing.
The degree of control that a woman had over a letter was ultimately
dependent upon whether she was able to read it and whether she did so
12Hester W. Chapman, Two Tudor Portraits: Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey and Lady
Katherine Grey (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1960), 181.
13Jean Robertson, The Art of Letter Writing: An Essay on the Handbooks Published in
England during the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (London: Liverpool University
Press, 1942); Katherine Gee Hornbeak, The Complete Letter-Writer in English, 1568–1800
(Northampton, Mass: Smith College, 1934); R. R. Bolgar, “The Teaching of Letter-Writing
in the Sixteenth Century,” History of Education 12, no. 4 (1983): 245–53; R. A. Griffiths,
“Public and Private Bureaucracies in England and Wales in the Fifteenth Century,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th Series, 30 (1980): 109–30, esp. 120–21.
14The male pronoun has been adopted here to indicate that the majority of secretaries
employed were in fact male. Indeed, I am only aware of one example of a woman acting in a
secretarial capacity: Daybell, Thesis, 77–78.
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before it was sent. In this sense, the construction of letters sometimes may
have been more a function of a woman’s ability to read a letter than her
ability to write one. There is widespread evidence to indicate that women
did review letters that were written and amended for them. The fact that
almost all the letters surveyed bear a holograph signature is important. A
signature is usually understood to connote the ability to read and at least
a rudimentary level of writing ability.15 Furthermore, in order to sign a
letter a woman would need to have seen it before it was sent and presumably would have read it before signing. For example, John Drury, a servant
of the countess of Bath, sent his mistress a copy of a letter that he had written for her and wished her to sign. He wrote:
[I] umbely desyer your honor to put your hand to a letter that I
have sent by this bearer / w[hi]ch is acordyng to a copy w[hi]ch
I haue sent also not w[i]th standyng if ther be any thyng not greabell to your plesure & kindnes then to awltar yt as yt shall please
you.16
Similarly, holograph postscripts, which many female signatories employed
as a means of personalizing secretarial letters, further attest women’s contact with their correspondence before it was dispatched.17 In sum, the
final draft of a letter would have incorporated suggestions made by others,
but ultimately it was the woman alone who decided what was to be
included and what to be excluded. This was, however, dependent upon
individual circumstances, including a woman’s level of literacy and her
personal confidence and authority.
A letter in the British Library from Elizabeth Willoughby to her husband Sir Francis more fully illustrates the effect that a third party might
have had in refining a woman’s letter.18 The letter is one of only three
original letters of this writer that survive, all of which were incidentally

15R. S. Schofield, “The Measurement of Literacy in Pre-Industrial England,” in Literacy in Traditional Societies, ed. Jack Goody (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1968), 311–25, esp. 319; David Cressy, Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writing
in Tudor and Stuart England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 53–61; Margaret Spufford, “First Steps in Literacy: The Reading and Writing Experiences of the Humblest Seventeenth-Century Spiritual Autobiographers,” Social History 4, no. 3 (1979): 407–
35, esp. 410–12; W. P. Ford, “The Problem of Literacy in Early Modern England,” History
78 (1993): 22–37, esp. 31; R. A. Houston, Literacy in Early Modern Europe: Culture and
Education, 1500–1800 (London: Longman, 1988), 125–26.
16C[ambridge] U[niversity] L[ibrary], Hengrave MS 88/I, fol. 130, n.d.
17On postscripts see Daybell, Thesis, 128–30.
18The progress of this marriage has been expertly detailed by Alice T. Friedman in
House and Household in Elizabethan England: Wollaton Hall and the Willoughby Family
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); eadem, “‘Portrait of a Marriage’: The Willoughby Letters of 1585–1586,” Signs 11, no. 3 (1986): 542–55.
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penned by an amanuensis.19 Interestingly the letter appears to have been
dictated and shows signs of modification by a secretary. At the bottom of
the letter the secretary wrote, “Madame as I haue altred this l[ett]re yow
may w[i]th good warrant send it to Sr ff [Sir Francis Willoughby, her husband] but in any wise / remember the condicions how they stand w[i]th
yow / that yow be not overtaken w[i]th them.”20 The draft is full of crossings out and other amendments in the same hand as this note. In part the
alterations were made to correct grammatical errors; in addition, certain
nonessential information seems to have been excluded. The main effect,
however, was the toning down of certain passages. While the tone of the
first draft appears to have been largely conciliatory there are points in the
text where Lady Willoughby’s obsequious style displays an almost desperate desire for reconciliation with her husband, revealing simultaneously
extreme submissiveness and the frustration she felt regarding his maltreatment of her. It is this more emotional, less controlled side of the letter that
the secretary filtered out. This can be seen in the following passage; the
parts of the text that have been struck through represent secretarial alterations:
I require no one iote [jot21] of favor at yo[u]r handes / So I pray
god to dele w[i]th me further as w[i]th a most faithles & periured
parson both towards him and yow / So againe if yo[u]r meaning
be to have me acknowleg of my former forgettfullnes of my dutie
/ many wayes towardes yow for & concerninge howshold matters
only / Then my answere is / that that hath bene donne many
times & long synce / both by my l[ette]rs / and by my self apon
my knees / And for your further & full satisfaction herin / I do
here once agayne confesse to yow under my hand & seale that I
have behaved my self towardes yow both unadvisedly & undutifully both in worde & deede many wayes & many tymes / for the
w[hi]ch I have bene & am very hartely sory / humbly requiring
yow both to forgive me & forgett it.22

19The remaining letters survive as copies made by Cassandra Willoughby in the late seventeenth century. A partial transcription of these is printed in HMC Report on the Manuscripts of Lord Middleton Presently at Wollaton Hall (London: His Majesty’s Stationery
Office, 1911), 504–610. The actual copies themselves are held at the University of Nottingham Library.
20Lady Elizabeth Willoughby to Sir Francis Willoughby [ca.1586], BL Lansd. MS 46,
fols. 65–66v.
21Given the use of the letter “i” instead of a “j” in the word “periured” in the second
line, it is more likely that “iote” represents jot rather than iota, both of which were current
during this period.
22Lady Elizabeth Willoughby to Sir Francis Willoughby, [ca.1586], BL Lansd. MS 46,
fols. 65–66v.
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This is a clear example of a secretary helping to construct a female persona
—but the result is not the distortion of the writing to conform to inherently male ideas of female behavior. Rather, it seems implicit that Elizabeth Willoughby was fully aware of the effectiveness of presenting a
submissive self-image, but that this sometimes ran to excess; the secretary
was merely colluding with her in the writing of the letter, to develop and
shape it. Significantly, his alterations seem to have been designed to moderate Lady Willoughby’s excessive submissiveness and to prevent her from
taking the full blame for the rift in relations between herself and her husband.23
Where the draft of a letter survives, as in this case, there are a number
of levels on which it might be read, each of which is revealing. The first
draft often reveals more of a woman’s initial response to a situation, a
response often lost as a result of rewriting.24 In contrast, the final product
can be less spontaneous, showing how a woman wished to fashion herself.
Letter-writing as an activity is therefore more self-conscious and calculated
than might previously have been assumed.
More nebulous than issues of secretarial input and female authorship
are the constraints and self-censorship that an absence of epistolary privacy
might have imposed. This is apparent from Mary Harding’s letter with
which this essay began, in which she stated that she was “louthe to make
any bodye acquianted withe” her letters. This suggests that certain matters
were too sensitive or intimate to have been made privy to a secretary. The
use of amanuenses also brought distinct formal and stylistic constraints
and often led to textual omissions or modifications.
Nowhere is the potential effect of a lack of epistolary privacy more significant than in the study of the family, where letters have frequently been
used to examine change over time in the emotional content of relationships. In part, differences in sentiment are related to the nature of the
sources studied. Those letters written using an amanuensis are less likely to
read as personally or as spontaneously as holograph letters. Just as there
were certain topics unsuitable to be shared with a secretary, so too were
there certain emotions and intimacies that one would have been ill at ease
in sharing with those outside the family, or even outside a particular relationship. This necessitates scholarly sensitivity to different methods of
23This is made clear by the secretary’s aforementioned note on the bottom of the letter.
24For a fascinating study of the drafting and reworking of correspondence by a woman

see, Sara Jayne Steen, “‘How Subject to Interpretation’: Lady Arbella Stuart and the Reading
of Illness,” in Early Modern Women’s Letter Writing, 1450–1700, ed. James Daybell (forthcoming, Macmillan). In particular, Professor Steen persuasively argues that letters should be
approached as texts capable of complex or multiple readings. In her analysis of illness in
Arbella Stuart’s letters, Steen investigates the competing balance between impulsiveness and
calculation in Stuart’s writing, assessing the extent to which complaints of ill health appear
genuine or in actual fact represent political strategy.
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epistolary construction. Indeed, Professor Ralph Houlbrooke has argued
that marital correspondence “became a more personal and private matter”
in the second half of the sixteenth century. 25 He sees this stemming less
from a changing view of women’s place within society, or a marked shift in
spousal affections, than from increasing levels of female literacy during the
sixteenth century and the consequent rise in epistolary privacy that this
promoted, as greater numbers of women took individual responsibility for
writing their own letters.26 More generally, in discerning the extent to
which correspondence can be considered personal, the question of how far
women’s letters are mannered or sincere, and whether they reflect true
feelings or merely imitated appropriate styles is also problematic.27
As with the example of Elizabeth Bourne, many women employed a
secretary out of choice, at other times writing letters for themselves.
Indeed, during the second half of the sixteenth century, some 40 percent
of female correspondents studied both wrote their own letters, and utilized amanuenses.28 Thus, a distinction must be drawn between whether
a woman could write and whether she chose to write. Given that a woman
was capable of writing herself and not prevented from doing so by either
old age or ill health, the decision to write was dependent upon a variety of
factors: the type of letter written, the writer’s relationship with the
addressee, and the level of confidence she felt in her own epistolary ability.
Clearly, a woman who was fully literate (that is, a woman who could both
read and write) might overcome the problems that the use of an amanuensis entailed. This essay is, therefore, concerned as much with the social
conventions governing female literacy and the writing of letters as it is with
actual levels of female literacy.
The more personal and intimate the relationship between sender and
recipient, the more likely it was that a letter would be personally written,
and the greater the expectation that this would be the case. Conversely,
the more formal the purpose of writing and the less impersonal the relationship, the more acceptable it was for the sender to distance herself from
the task of writing. Therefore, while business letters were commonly written by amanuenses, it became increasingly expected during the period that
family correspondence would be conducted personally.29 Lady Eleanor
Zouche, for example, wrote to her cousin Thomas Randolph explaining
that:
25Ralph

A. Houlbrooke, The English Family, 1450–1700 (Harlow: Longman, 1984),

101.
26Ibid.
27James Daybell, “Introduction,” Early Modern Women’s Letter Writing, 1450–1700.
28Daybell, Thesis, 104–5.
29The social conventions of letter-writing are outlined more fully in James Daybell,

“Female Literacy and the Social Conventions of Women’s Letter-Writing in England, 1540–
1603,” in Early Modern Women’s Letter Writing, 1450–1700.
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I haue bene very sicke / & not yet so well recouered th[a]t I can
/ in duer to wryt or to read / but w[i]t[h] great payne / yet
when I remember to whom it is / I can not in any wyse yeld to
any excuse.30
A similar desire for letters to be written personally is displayed in marital
correspondence: Elizabeth, countess of Shrewsbury, explained to her husband George Talbot, “of late I haue yoused to wryte letyll w[i]t[h] my
owne hande but coulde nott now forbayre.”31 Writing letters to parents
was also looked upon as a filial duty. The strong-willed Anne Bacon chided
her sons Anthony and Francis for not writing to her in their own hands, as
did Gertrude, marchioness of Exeter, her son, the earl of Devonshire.32
Equally, women who enjoyed personal connections with leading political figures such as Lord Burghley and Sir Robert Cecil often considered it
important to write personally to these men on business matters. Great
value was placed on letters written in one’s own hand. Elizabeth Russell
thanked Burghley for taking the time to write to her himself: “I kiss the
hand th[a]t tooke so muche payne w[i]t[h] penn.”33 Indeed, many
women felt the need to apologize for using an amanuensis. Margaret Clifford, countess of Cumberland, sent a letter to the duke of Lennox excusing that “an other bodies hand...hath expressed my heart.”34 This clearly
shows that nonholograph letters were felt to be less intimate than epistles
penned by the signatory. What is more, the act of writing in one’s own
hand was a mark of respect, indicating that individual attention had been
paid to the letter. Correspondence of this nature, which was personally
conducted by women, was highly important in the cultivation and maintenance of political and social contacts.
In spite of rising literacy levels, the use of secretaries for composing
business correspondence was seemingly prevalent among the upper classes
for both women and men throughout the sixteenth century.35 This in part
30Lady Eleanor Zouche to Thomas Randolph, 28 Apr. 1586, BL Harl. MS 6994, fol. 4.
31 Elizabeth, countess of Shrewsbury, to George Talbot, earl of Shrewsbury, n.d.,

L[ambeth] P[alace] L[ibrary], Talbot MS 3205, fol. 73.
32Anne Bacon to Anthony Bacon, 5 August 1595, LPL, Bacon MS 651, fol. 328; Gertrude, marchioness of Exeter, to Edward, earl of Devonshire, 8 June 1555, M. A. E. Wood,
Letters of Royal and Illustrious Ladies from the Twelfth Century to the Close of Mary’s Reign, 3
vols. (London: Henry Colburn, 1846), 3:303.
33Elizabeth Russell to Burghley, 25 August 1584, BL Lansd. MS 10, fol. 136.
34Margaret Clifford, countess of Cumberland, to the duke of Lennox, n.d., Kendal
Record Office, Hothfield MS, WD/Hoth Box 44, unnumbered.
35For the use of secretaries see Paul E. J. Hammer, “The Use of Scholarship: The Secretariat of Robert Devereux, Second Earl of Essex, ca. 1585–1601,” English Historical
Review 109, no. 430 (February 1994): 26–51; A.G.R. Smith, “The Secretariat of the Cecils,
circa 1580–1612,” English Historical Review 83 (1968): 481–504; Alan Stewart, “The Early
Modern Closet Discovered,” Representations 50 (1995): 76–100; Muriel St. Clare Byrne,
The Lisle Letters, 6 vols. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1981), 4:229–30; Richard Rambus, Spenser’s Secret Career (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
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stems from the fact that the writing of business letters had a sense of
stigma attached to it. Mary Fitzroy, duchess of Richmond, for example,
described the “travail” of writing.36 A crucial distinction, therefore, lay in
the purpose of writing between business writing, on the one hand, which
was considered menial, routine, and technical, and private writing, on the
other, which was thought to be personal, spontaneous, and creative. The
former was normally undertaken by an amanuensis; the latter was increasingly conducted in women’s own handwriting. Thus, the ability to write
was treated as a reserve skill, one that could be called upon when needed.
Additionally, women were more likely to have sought advice in the
writing of business letters than for family or domestic correspondence.
Elizabeth Hatton, for example, wrote to Sir John Hobart regarding the
conveyancing of some land. She asked him to inform her “to what porpos
& in what forme I shall wryte to thos that shall conuay the land,” adding
“I know you will drawe out my meanyng beetor then I can seet it
doune.”37 Requests for advice in this manner at first sight appear to indicate women’s lack of confidence in operating in the business sphere by
themselves. Nevertheless, business letters needed to be very carefully
worded with the legal and political implications worked out; it was therefore only sensible to receive advice from someone familiar with such practices. Men also took technical advice and it is not uncommon to find
examples of women who gave assistance to men in the writing of their letters. Indeed, John Bourchier, earl of Bath, wrote to his third wife, Margaret, asking for her opinion of an epistle that he had written to Lord
Stourton and inviting her to make any amendments that she considered
necessary:
I haue sent you a copy of the same / yf you shall so like it / if no
I haue sent you a blanke & my name therunto / prayenge you
and if any thinge be amysse therin to reforme the same accordinglye as you did the laste wiche I did very well like.38
Obviously Bath considered his wife to be a proficient and able letterwriter; he also appears regularly to have relied on her counsel.
Whether a woman chose to write personally may also have been
related to educational ability and personal confidence. A number of
women’s letters reveal an apparent lack of self-assurance and writers’
embarrassment at their lack of epistolary proficiency. Certainly women
were conscious of their poor spelling: Edmund Coote in The English
36Mary Fitzroy, duchess of Richmond, to Sir Thomas Smith, 4 May 1549, P[ublic]
R[ecord] O[ffice], Kew, S[tate] P[apers] Dom[estic], 10/7/1.
37Elizabeth Hatton to Sir John Hobart, n.d., Bodleian Library, Tanner MS 286, fol. 5.
38John Bourchier, earl of Bath, to Margaret Bourchier, countess of Bath, n.d., Cambridge University Library, Hengrave MS 88/I, fol. 141.
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Schoole Maister, published in 1596, was intent on teaching rules of correct
English spelling to an audience of “both men & women, that now for
want hereof are ashamed to write unto their best friends: for now which I
have heard many gentlewomen offer much.”39 Women also suffered censure for their writing. Elizabeth Bourne, writing under the pseudonym
Frances Wesley, addressed a letter to Lady Conway, in which she rather
bitingly taunted her for her “late learned eloquence.” She wrote:
you must sett aparte more of your idell exercyses / by larger tyme
and more industrie of your scole M[aster]s to become a deaper
studient in rethoricke then yet you arr / a good wyll you showe
such as yll wordes may sett forthe / but your scole M[aste]r … he
maks you use many sentences and lytell substance and you tell
straynge tales and no trothe / the faulte ys greate and I wyshe you
to mende yt / though wee well some tymes take lyberty to speak
barborously / yett owght yt not to be untrewly when the wyttness of our hand maks yt a recorde / but happelie you apply to
the exercyse to become a plesyng scoler to your m[aste]r.40
Susannah Fanshawe was undeniably self-conscious about her poor writing
abilities. In a letter to her cousin, Thomas Fanshawe, she expressed concern that no one else should see her writing:
Thus being desirus to heare of your good helth...I am so boulde
to trouble you with my rude wrighting and in ditieng / for
nobodi is privi to it but my pen and I presumieng that you will
take it in good parte or ells I should be diskuriged hereafter to
indite ani more of my selfe.41
This indicates that some women may have felt greater confidence maneuvering within domestic or household contexts, and that the family offered
women a more private environment within which to write letters, one in
which they hoped that their educational deficiencies and weaknesses
would be accepted without ridicule.
Nevertheless, a striking feature of sixteenth-century women’s letters is
the number of apologies writers made for poor handwriting and orthography, as well as lack of erudition and skill. For some women such self-deprecation seems to have been less a sign of the unease they felt in writing
than merely a matter of etiquette. Lucy St. John, for example, wrote to her
39Edmund

Coote, The English Schoole Maister (London: Widow Orwin, 1596), sig.

A2r.
40Frances Wesley [Elizabeth Bourne] to Lady Eleanor Conway, n.d., BL Add. MS
23212, fols. 193–193v.
41Susannah Fanshawe to Thomas Fanshawe, 28 August 1580, PRO SP Dom. Supplementary 46/16/211.
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father, Lord Burghley, in a very neat and elegant italic script, yet courteously mentioned her “bade writynge.”42 Likewise, many other letter-writers, both female and male, referred to their “scribbled lines” and the
“rudeness” of their writing. Within educated circles it appears to have
been considered proper for writers to uphold a demeanor of false modesty
in their letters. Moreover, several scholars, including myself, have argued
that women were able to exploit to their own advantage gendered assumptions of female inferiority, in order to project an aura of vulnerability to
men. Indeed, this manner of self-presentation was employed to good
effect by women operating in the business arena, as a ploy to secure help,
guidance, and pity.43 It is within this light also that one should read
women’s efforts to secure advice in drafting letters.
Many women through their household duties were required to
traverse the boundaries of the traditionally defined “public” sphere, and
there is a very real sense in which the sixteenth century saw women
becoming more confident in their ability to write letters and more inventive in the uses to which they put them. Women were frequently prepared
to speak up for themselves in order to defend their own interests. Bridget
Willoughby, for example, the daughter of Sir Francis Willoughby, wrote to
one Mr. Fisher a letter “full of outrage and incivility as hardly beseemed a
gentlewoman.” 44 She blamed Fisher for trying to cause dissension
between herself, her father, and her husband, writing:
malicious knave thou art that canst not spare poor gentlewomen
and infants with thy tongue and practices; gentleman thou
know’st thyself to be none, and tho’ at this instant I have no
better means of revenge then a little ink and paper, let thy soul
and carkes be assured to hear and tast of these injuries in other
sort and terms then from and by the hands of a woman. And
seeing by thy practices and theirs, to whom by oath thou art confederate with, I am like to lose my father’s favour (which was all
the world to me), while I am able to speak thy treacherous knav-

42Lucy St.
43Daybell,

John to Burghley, September 1588, BL Lansd. MS 104, fol. 175.
Thesis, 120–21, 155–61; idem., “The Political Role of Upper-Class Women
in Early Tudor England as Evidenced by Their Correspondence” (unpublished M.A. Dissertation, Reading University, 1996), 15–21; Anthony J. Fletcher, Gender, Sex and Subordination in England, 1500–1800 (London: Yale, 1995), 123–24; Vivienne Larminie, Wealth,
Kinship and Culture: the Seventeenth-Century Newdigates of Arbury and Their World (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1995), 88; Linda Pollock, “‘Teach Her to Live under Obedience’:
The Making of Women in the Upper Ranks of Early Modern England,” Continuity and
Change 4, no. 2 (1989): 231–58, esp. 234, 251.
44Mary Fisher to Lady Bridget Willoughby, n.d., HMC Middleton, 577.
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erys shall not rest altogether concealed, and complain to my
father if thou dare again.45
On a more sophisticated level, Lady Penelope Rich appropriated and
altered a letter written from her husband, Lord Rich, to her brother
Robert Devereux, earl of Essex. Her purpose in doing this seems to have
been for the amusement of herself and her brother at the expense of her
husband. Lord Rich had been offered the services of a French secretary by
Essex; the letter was written to decline the offer. In Lord Rich’s version
the letter read: “as yo[u]r lo[rdship] wel knoweth [I] am a pore man of no
language only in the french havenge therin but a littell sight.” However,
after Lady Rich’s alterations to the text Lord Rich seemed to be admitting
that he had the pox. The altered version reads, “as yo[u]r lo[rdship] wel
knoweth [I] am a pore man of no language only in the french ^desease^
havenge but a littell ^under^ sight ^with coming over^.” At the end of the
letter she pokes further fun at Rich, writing “you may imagin my lo[rd]
Riche hath no imploiment for a languitt secretarye / exsept he hath
gotten a mistris in france.”46 Lady Rich’s mockery of her husband is
clearly pronounced, distancing her from the ideal of wifely obedience.
These letters, which are by no means exceptional, indicate greater levels of
female confidence, tenacity, and forcefulness in writing than might previously have been suspected. Furthermore, the assertiveness displayed by
certain female letter-writers partly reflects the significance of the epistolary
medium as a modus operandi for women, which allowed them to operate
on paper and at a distance, and in some cases more easily than they could
have done face to face.
Concomitantly, women were aware that in asserting such self-expression they risked transgressing the boundaries of acceptable female behavior. Indeed, numerous women felt the need to justify and explain their
writing: Dorothy Seymour wrote to her brother-in-law, Sir Henry Neville,
declaring “I would not haue been so silent...when I have so much
increaste in needfull matters against my will.”47 This illustrates the tension

45Lady Bridget Willoughby to Mr. Fisher, n.d., HMC Middleton, 577. According to
Lady Willoughby, Fisher threatened to have her summoned before the Privy Council for
writing to him in such a libellous manner: Lady Willoughby to Sir Percival Willoughby, n.d.,
HMC Middleton, 576.
46 Lord Rich to Robert Devereux, earl of Essex, 23 Dec. 1596, Warwick County
Record Office, “Essex Letter Book ca. 1595–1600,” MI 229, unfoliated. I am grateful to the
Finch family for their kind permission to quote from these documents. See also Michele Margetts, “Notes and Documents: ‘The Ways of Mine Owne Hart’: The Dating and Mind
Frame of Essex’s ‘Fantasticall’ Letter,” The Bodleian Library Record 16, no. 1 (April 1997):
101–10, esp. 104.
47Dorothy Seymour to Sir Henry Neville, ca.1600, Berkshire Record Office, Reading,
Neville Papers D/EN F 6/2/7.
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often felt between restrictive codes of female behavior, and an individual’s
personality and assertiveness.
In the final analysis there were significant benefits that were conferred
only by an ability to write oneself. These include conducting personalized
correspondence in maintaining social and business relationships; writing
more intimate letters to family members; greater degrees of personal control over language and self-expression, as well as maintenance of a tighter
grip on household and business affairs. Furthermore, the availability of an
amanuensis was not always guaranteed, nor could one always trust him or
her to carry out one’s will. Among the nobility and gentry at least letterwriting, therefore, increasingly formed an integral part of a woman’s education, one that equipped her with the necessary skills for the roles that
she would play in society, as wife, mother, and mistress of the household.
While this is true one must guard against emphasizing too strongly
the advantages of personal literacy; educational barriers did not preclude
women from epistolary activity. The essay ends where it began with an
example of a woman who was unable to write herself. Elizabeth Shelton in
1603 sent a letter to her father complaining of the treatment that she was
experiencing from her uncle, in whose household she had been placed.
Despite her inability to write, not only was she able to persuade someone
within her uncle’s household to write a letter for her, but she also seems to
have had it secretly conveyed to her father. “I desire you in any wayes,” she
implored her father, “let not my uncle knowe th[a]t I have writte unto you
/ for I gett one to write unawares to him / by cause I hard him in such a
rage.”48 Although it became increasingly unacceptable for upper-class
women to be unable to write, those whose illiteracy prevented them from
so doing were clearly able to conduct correspondence within difficult and
restricted circumstances.

48Elizabeth

Shelton to J. Astwick, 1603, PRO SP Dom. Supp. 46/57/204b.
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